Pathogenesis of cutaneous lesions in acute meningococcemia in humans: light, immunofluorescent, and electron microscopic studies of skin biopsy specimens.
Biopsy specimens of the skin were taken from 10 patients with acute meningococcemia who exhibited mainly maculopurpuric lesions. The specimens were studied by light, electron, and immunofluorescent microscopy in an attempt to obtain information on the pathogenesis of vascular injury. Light microscopy disclosed a large number of Neisseria meningitidis organisms, both in the endothelial cells and being phagocytized by neutrophils. Vascular injury was characterized (by means of both light and electron microscopy) by endothelial necrosis, thrombosis, and necrosis of other elements of the vascular wall, such as muscle cells and pericytes. Immunoglobulins and complement were also found in the vascular wall in most cases. Hypercoagulability was demonstrated in some patients. These findings suggest that the cutaneous lesions of meningococcemia fulfill most of the gross and histologic criteria of the local Shwartzman reaction, but that immunological factors probably contribute to pathogenesis.